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“Consider what God has done:
Who can straighten what he has made crooked?
When times are good, be happy;
but when times are bad, consider:
God has made the one as well as the other. . . .
All this I tested by wisdom and I said,
‘I am determined to be wise’—
but this was beyond me” (Eccl 7:13-14, 23).

he
book
of
Ecclesiastes is like
contemporary music.
None of the voices fit
each other. Contradictory voices
overlap each other. Dissonance.
Some have even ventured the
idea that perhaps this work has
several authors, is a collage of
different wisdoms. What kind
of ethical teaching can we draw
from this work? Is not wisdom
to teach us the Way? Instead,
we find ourselves in a labyrinth. Whom are we to believe?
Indeed, we cannot seem to grasp
the meaning of the book of

Ecclesiastes. Just as we have
no hold on a tune that is being
played–it always inexorably
escapes us—likewise the meaning of the book of Ecclesiastes
does not let itself be grasped. We
think we have understood, but
just as the melody plays on, the
book of Ecclesiastes moves on to
another meaning.
The path that we are about to
take is much more complex than
we, as believers, are used to taking. In the book of Ecclesiastes
things are different. Everything
merges. Confusion. We cannot think clearly. We are over-

whelmed by the complexity of
the work. We have no grasp on
what is going on. The book of
Ecclesiastes, were it transcribed
musically, would sound much
like a work of Stravinsky. We
cannot find our way in it. And
the author of Ecclesiastes warned
us about this painful task: “A man
cannot find out the work that is
done under the sun. For though
a man labors to discover it, yet
he will not find it. Moreover,
though a wise man attempts to
know it, he will not be able to
find it” (Eccl 8:17). Likewise, in
the book of Ecclesiastes, there
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The book of Ecclesiastes is the book of the shepherd
who sings a better music, precisely because
his way cannot be woven and grasped;
it has no permanence, no coherence.
are no precise directives. There
is no path. The scenery is bare of
landmarks, of familiarity. When
we open the book of Ecclesiastes,
we leave the ways of men, with
their well-defined roads, their
solid buildings, and penetrate a
desert bare of meaning, where
our only companion is the wind
and the traces it leaves behind.
But must we cross this desert?
What could possibly spring from
such a barren journey?
The background of the book
of Ecclesiastes is in fact the desert. The book is paradoxically
read at Sukkot, feast of the harvest, feast of the first workers of
the land, the first settlers. It is in
the context of the first embourgeoisement of the Hebrews that
the book of Ecclesiastes is read,
as if to remind them where they
come from and who they are. For
the Hebrews are children of the
desert. Forty years of wandering
in the desert precede their installation in the Promised Land. But
why are they to remember? What
have they left behind, there in
the desert?
Is not the desert a time of
aimless wandering, of uncertainty, of hunger and of thirst?
Material distress. One does not
know when water will spring up
again, or under what skies one
will lie down. But also spiritual
distress. One does not know the
way to go, which star to follow.
It is this distress that is described
32 SHABBAT SHALOM / Autumn 2002

in the book of Ecclesiastes. It is
this distress that the Hebrews are
to commemorate. It is this emptiness which they must restore
within their opulence. It is this
emptiness, which even in the
midst of opulence, cannot be forgotten. And this is why the book
of Ecclesiastes talks about it.
Material Vanity
A wind of madness blows
through the book of Ecclesiastes:
Hevel havelim, hevel havelim,
haqol hevel. One hears it better in the original language. In
Ecclesiastes, everything is vanity, hevel, which means literally
breath, vapor. Vanity of all that
pretends to permanence, to all
that prides itself in its strength
and endurance: houses, possessions, work, etc. Everything is to
disappear. Nothing is for sure.
There are no foundations strong
enough, no precautions strict
enough, to prevent ruin and devastation. The book of Ecclesiastes
is thus the book of the shepherd,
the book of Abel (hevel). The
Talmud says that “songs of shepherds are better than the songs
of weavers” (Sotah, 48). The
shepherd sings a better music,
precisely because his way cannot
be woven and grasped, it has no
permanence, no coherence. His
way is not the way of ordinary
men. His way has no paving, no
markings, no frozen boundaries.
His way is bound to disappear,

just as the last notes of a melody
die out with the musician’s last
breath . . .
Pessimist? Indeed, why work
then? Why so much effort? Why
so much blood and sweat under
the sun? . . . All rivers go to the
sea, but our efforts fade out in
nothingness. Before such a destiny, the book of Ecclesiastes suggests two alternatives: that of the
sage, and that of the believer.
The Carpe Diem of the Sage
“It is good for a man to eat and
drink . . .” (Eccl 5:18)
We touch here the heart of
contemporary thought. The
Carpe Diem is not an attitude
of flight from reality in pleasure,
but is, on the contrary, a very
acute lucidity and the realization
that life is nothing more than
the present moment. All the rest
is dream and fantasy. . . . Of our
future we know nothing. We
have no grasp upon it. The only
true reality, that upon which we
have a hold, is the present. Why
not then enjoy it?
But the present is also that
which is condemned to disappear. We have to constantly learn
to loosen our grip on the present and on the pleasure that it
at each moment brings us. The
Carpe Diem is also the realization that the pleasure we have
seized today will be no more
tomorrow. A tragic form of happiness: “the tragic man seeks the
unity of opposites, both sides
of reality: love and the end of
love, friendship and the end of
friendship, creation and destruction, happiness and the end of
happiness. In general, we seek

to retain, to keep: when we love,
we want it to be forever, etc.,
but the tragic man knows that
the meaning of life is not to be
found in duration. He seeks the
best quality love, the best quality friendship, but he dissociates
completely the intrinsic value of
a thing and its duration in time.
In every thing that has value in
his eyes, he perceives already the
sign of its death.”1
The believer or the gift of God
“. . . this is a gift from God”
(Eccl 5:19)
The perspective of the believer
is somewhat different. He does
not understand “everything is
to perish” but “everything is a
gift.” For the believer, duration
is not the synonym of loss but
of a grace. “Each day is a new
creation,” said the Rav Nachman
of Braslav. Each instant in life
is a new creation of God, said
Malebranche. The present does
not entail the shadow of death,
the shadow of its annihilation, but announces a new creation. The tragic man thinks
of time as something bound to
end, as a “being-towards-death”
(Heidegger), whereas the biblical
man thinks of time as maturation, becoming, perpetual creation and gift from God. The
tragic man suffers because what
he thinks ought to be his is taken
away. The biblical man knows
that nothing “ought” to be his.
His life, his existence on earth,
are gifts from God. There is thus
no bitterness in the biblical man,
for he is but “dust and ashes.”
Life as a gift from God comes
back repeatedly as a leitmotif in

the book of Ecclesiastes (2:24;
3:13; 8:15; 9:7). It is the experience of the desert where every day
the Hebrews “seized” the manna,
this gift from God, this bread of
heaven, which sustained a people
for 40 years.
Spiritual Vanity
It is in the second part of the
book of Ecclesiastes that spiritual distress is the most poignant,
from chapter 7, the center of the
book. Chapter 7 is thus the key
to the whole book. It is in this
chapter that the central meaning of the book of Ecclesiastes
is to be found. Chapter 7 speaks
about good and evil, and of our
impossibility to discern between
the two.
Right from the start, good is
spoken of against a background
of death.
“A good name is better than fine
perfume,
and the day of death better than
the day of birth.
It is better to go to a house of
mourning than to go to a house of
feasting. . . .
The heart of the wise is in the
house of mourning . . .” (Eccl 7:14).
The good in this passage is
always assimilated to death, to
what comes after, to the end. The
good is thus not something that
we can relate to the beginning, to
birth. We are not born in possession of the good. On the contrary,
in the same way that we exist
towards death, we exist towards
the good. The good always awaits
us, it is always beyond us. It is
never already there. Like death, it
is always to come.

This text teaches us that in
the same way that we can never
come to know death, we can
never come to know the good.
For nobody has ever experienced
the good, just as nobody has ever
experienced death. We always
walk towards the good without
ever quite reaching it. No one
may consider himself an expert
on the good, because goodness
is always to come. No one can
thus advise us on the best course

Enjoy the many voices
of music even when
they sound dissonant.
to take, on the right decision to
make, on the good path to follow, because no one has really
found it. The good, like death, is
out of our reach. Only God can
judge, can discern between good
and evil (11:9; 12:14). We do
not have that prerogative. In this
particular situation, we can take
either of two stances: that of the
sage or that of the believer.
The skepticism of the sage
“It is good to grasp the one and
not let go of the other . . .” (Eccl
7:18).
It is thus impossible to discern
between the two ways. God has so
willed it, for “God has made the
one as well as the other” (7:14).
They are like two branches of the
vine, like two aspects of the same
thing. It is impossible to distinguish between the two paths.
Wise is he who keeps the middle
path: “It is good to take hold of
the one without losing grip of the
other” (7:18).
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It is the lesson of the Skeptics.
Skepticism is not at all a fatalistic doctrine, encouraging immobilism and intellectual laziness.
The Skeptic sees things in a
disinterested manner, but that
does not make him indifferent
nor reckless. Skepticism springs
from the awareness that there
exist situations where it is impossible to discern a clear way out,
where it is impossible to judge
clearly between what is the right
way and what is the wrong way.
Skepticism is the awareness that
neither path is better than the
other. Both ways have their
problems, their downfalls. How
can we then go beyond the limit
of our individual consciousness
toward the truth in its integrity?
By following the advice of the
book of Ecclesiastes: “hold on
to the one without losing grip of
the other.” Skepticism, especially
Pyrrhonian skepticism, requires
the delicate balance between
opposite judgments or opposite
beliefs, which would otherwise
tear our lives apart; each time we
hold a specific view about something, we must exercise our will
and find a way to adhere to the
opposite opinion. This is when
we reach “ataraxia,” a feeling of
inner peace which springs from
the fact that no fixed opinion,
no specific idea, has any hold on
us. This is when nothing bothers
us anymore, nothing puts us into
question, for we have become
this very quest, this very question. This is when we approach
the truth that dissimulates itself
behind the contradictions.
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The believer or the fear of God
“The man who fears God will
avoid all extremes” (Eccl 7:18).
The believer will experience
the same type of spiritual distress
in certain situations. He will not
be able to discern the right way
to take. He will not be able to
judge between two alternatives
the “best” one. Even the Bible
will be of no help. The Bible
is indeed submitted to varying
interpretations. Its meaning is
manifold. How can we discern
which interpretation is the right
one? Who is right? What does the
passage really say? Moreover, the
Bible does not deliberate about
everything. It gives us some lines
of thought, but not for every
possible case. There are certain
situations about which the Bible
has nothing to tell us. What are
we to do in these situations?
To the believer, the book
of Ecclesiastes suggests the “fear
of God”: “He who fears God
shall find a way out.” But what
does “fearing God” mean? In the
Bible, the fear of God is often
linked with humility (Proverbs
22:4). To fear God is first of all
to realize that we do not know,
that His wisdom is above ours,
that we are prone to error. The
fear of God is also related to
the observance of the commandments (Ecclesiastes 12:13) even
though we do not understand
why sometimes. In this sense, the
fear of God becomes an act of
faith. To fear God is to make our
decisions with Him, to do nothing without acknowledging Him.
Sometimes, we even may even, in

the sight of men, begin to tread
the path of “evil,” through the
valley of shadow and death. To
fear God is to know that even
there, He is with us. “Behold, the
eye of the Lord is on those who
fear Him” (Psalm 33:18). He
protects them.
Conclusion
The desert of sense has become
fertile in meaning. This desert,
that we thought was an empty
wasteland, has become the rich
efflorescence of the gifts of God.
This desert, where we thought
we were lost, has become the
place where we first met God.
This desert, where we thought
we were alone, has become the
beginning of our walk with God,
out of the trodden paths, out
of the ways of men. To follow
God is to “seize the day’ like the
Epicurean; it is to be sensitive to
the immense variety of meaning
like the Skeptic; it is to enjoy the
many voices of music even when
they sound dissonant; and still
much more than that. Indeed,
the sky, the infinite, is open to
him, to her, who walks and sings
in the sight of the Lord.
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